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E.O. 11652: GDS 
TAGS: IINT, CO 

SUBJECT: THE WEEK IN COLOMBIA 

1 . SUMMARY. POTENTIAL PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES REGAINED 
THE NEWS SPOTLIGHT AS THEY CONTINUED THEIR QUEST FOR 
SUPPORT. RUMORS CIRCULATED CONCERNING THE ATTEMPTED 
RESIGNATION OF THE FINANCE MINISTER. MAY DAY DEMONSTRATIONS 
WILL HIT AT INFLATION. AND RAISE THE POSSIBILITY 

OF A FUTURE GENERAL STRIKE. A MILITARY CAMP WAS HIT 
BY THE ELN IN RURAL AREA, WHILE THE NATIONAL 
UNIVERSITY CLOSED FOR TEN DAYS TO ALLOW CONSIDERA- 
TION OF MEANS TO CONTROL STUDENT VIOLENCE. END 
SUMMARY. 

2. PRESIDENTIAL CONTENDERS CONTINUE THEIR BATTLES 
WITH THE COMPLETION OF THE SPECIAL SESSION OF CON- 
GRESS, PUBLIC ATTENTION REFOCUSED ON THE ON- 
GOING BATTLES FOR THE SELECTION OF POSSIBLE PRESIDEN- 
TIAL CANDIDATES. THIS REFLECTS AN APPARENT INCREASED 
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EFFORT BY THE POTENTIAL CANDIDATES TO SOLICIT SUPPORT, 

AND TO ATTACK THEIR OPPONENTS. IN A CONTINUATION OF 
THE ACRIMONOUS DEBATES OF THE SPECIAL SESSION, 

SUPPORTERS OF LIBERAL PARTY CANDIDATE JULIO CESAR 
TURBAY AYALA LEVELLED CHARGED THAT ANOTHER OF THE 
PARTY'S CANDIDATES, CARLOS LLERAS, ENTERED INTO A 
PACT WITH THE CONSERVATIVE PARTY'S OSPINA- 


Margaret P. Grafeld Declassified/Released US Department of State EO Systematic Review 22 May 2009 



Margaret P. Grafeld Declassified/Released US Department of State EO Systematic Review 22 May 2009 


PASTRANA FORCES TO OPPOSE THE GOVERNMENT AND 
ELECT LLERAS AS THE NEXT PRESIDENT. THESE CHARGES. 

BASED PRIMARILY ON A VENEZUELAN TELEVISION INTERVIEW 
STATEMENT BY BERTHA HERNANDEZ DE OSPINA THAT 
SHE COULD SUPPORTLLERAS AS PRESIDENT, WERE VIGOR-( 

OUSLY DENIED BY BOTH LLERIST AND OSPINA SPOKESMEN. 

IN SUPPORT OFTHIS DENIAL DONA BERTHA ON APRIL 28, 

GAVE AN INDIRECT INDICATION THAT THE OSPINA- 
PASTRANA FORCES MIGHT ACCEPT BELISARIO BETANCUR AS 
THE COMPROMISE CANDIDATE OF A UNITED CONSERVATIVE 
PARTY. THE POSSIBILITY OF A LLERIST-OSPINA ALLIANCE 
IS UNLIKELY EVEN IF THERE IS AN APPARENT CONVERGENCE 
OF INTERESTS BETWEEN THE TWO GROUPS OVER OPPOSITION 
TO THE LOPEZ GOVERNMENT. 

3. FINANCE MINISTER’S ATTEMPTED RESIGNATION 
REPORTED. PERSISTENT REPORTS CIRCULATED THAT 
FINANCE MINISTER ABDON ESPINOSA HAD OFFERED 
HIS RESIGNATION TO PRESIDENT LOPEZ LATE LAST 
WEEK BUT THAT LOPEZ, AFTER SOMETHOUGHT, 

HAD REJECTED IT. ACCORDING TO THESE REPORTS, 

THE MINISTER, UPSET BY INCREASING CRITICISM OF HIS 
POLICIES, HAD BEGUN TO DRINK HEAVILY.AND ON A PUBLIC OCCASION HAD 
BEHAVED OFFENSIVELY. LOPEZ, HEARING THIS, HAD REPROVED 
ESPINOSA WHO THEREUPON TENDERED HIS RESIGNATION. 

AT FIRST, LOPEZ WAS INCLINED TO ACCEPT THE RESIGNA- 
TION AND TO APPOINT CONSERVATIVE MIGUEL URRUTIA, 

MINISTER OFMINES.AS ESPINOSA' REPLACEMENT BUT 
HAD SECOND THOUGHTS AND DECIDED TO KEEP ESPINOSA 
ON. COMMENT. THE DIFFICULT AND COMPLEX ECONOMIC 
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SITUATION AND THE CRITICISM OF ESPINOSA’S MANAGEMENT 
IS LIKELY TO CONTINUE. IT IS NOT CLEAR HOW THE 
COMBINATION OF THE MINISTER’S UNEVEN ECONOMIC SKILLS 
AND HIS ARROGANT, QUARRELSOME PERSONALITY WILL MEET 
THE TEST. 
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4. MAY DAY DEMONSTRATIONS PLANNED. ALL OF THE 
VARIOUS NATIONAL TRADE UNION CENTERS PLANNED TO USE 
MAY DAY CELEBRATIONS AS A MEANS OF SHOWING WORKER 
DISSATISFACTION OVER CONTINUING COST OF LIVING 
INCREASES. DEMOCRATIC UNION CENTERS FOCUSSED ON THE 
NEED FOR IMMEDIATE GOVERNMENT ACTIONS TO DOUBLE 
THE MINIMUM WAGE AND CONTROL PRICES. TULIO CUEVAS, 

THE PRESIDENT OF THE LARGEST CONFEDERATION, 

THE UNION OF COLOMBIAN WORKERS (UTC), 

HELD A PRESS CONFERENCE APRIL 28 IN WHICH HE RAISED 
THE POSSIBILITY OF A GENERAL STRIKE TO FORCE THE 
GOC INTO ACTION IF REAL WAGES CONTINUE TO FALL. 

WHILE THE THREAT OF SUCH A STRIKE MAY BE DISCOUNTED 
AS SIMPLE MAY DAY RHETORIC, IT DOES INDICATE THE 
RISING LEVEL OF TRADE UNION UNEASINESS OVER INFLA- 
TION AND THE PRESSURES THE UNIONS FACE WITH THE 
DETERIORATION OF RANK AND FILE LEVING STANDARDS. 
LEFT-WING UNION GROUPS, ALLIED WITH THE COMMUNIST 
PARTY AND WITH RADICAL STUDENT GROUPS, WILL FOCUS 
THEIR PROTESTS ON PRESIDENT LOPEZ PERSONALLY, 
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PARTICULARLY AS THE AUTHOR OF THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC 
PROBLEMS CONFRONTING WORKERS. WHILE DEMONSTRATIONS 
BY THESE GROUPS IN RECENT MONTHS HAVE BEEN 
WITHOUT INCIDENT, THE TEMPORARY CLOSING OF 
NATIONAL UNIVERSITY (SEE BELOW) MAY CAUSE 
STUDENT GROUPS TO USE THIS OCCASION FOR MORE 
VIOLENT PROTEST. SECURITY UNITS, HOWEVER, 

ARE EXPECTED TO BE OUT IN FORCE 
OVER THE WEEKEND. VARIOUS CULTURAL AND 
SPORTS EVENTS HAVE BEEN SCHEDULED BY THE 
NATIONAL AND CITY GOVERNMENTS, AND THESE 
MAY ATTRACT CROWDS WHICH MIGHT NORMALLY 
ATTEND THE PROTEST MEETINGS. 
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5. PUBLIC ORDER. RURAL GUERRILLAS, BELIEVED 
TO BE MEMBERS OF THE CUBAN-LINE ELN, CONDUCTED 
A SURPRISE ATTACK AT DAWN ON APRIL 23 
AGAINST A COLOMBIAN ARMY DETACHMENT CAMPED 
IN AN ISOLATED AREA OF ANTIOQUIA DEPARTMENT. 

TWO SOLDIERS WERE KILLED IN THE ATTACK AND A 
NUMBER WERE WOUNDED. ACCORDING TO GENERAL 
(RET.) ALVARO VALENCIA TOVAR, THIS WAS THE 
FIRST TIME IN 20 YEARS THAT GUERRILLAS HAD 
ATTACKED AN ARMY DETACHMENT, ALTHOUGH ATTACKS 
ON THE LESS WELL-TRAINED POLICE ARE RELATIVELY 
COMMON. MEANWHILE, IN BOGOTA, OFFICIALS OF 
THE NATIONAL UNIVERSITY ANNOUNCED THE FORMAL 
CLOSURE OF THE INSTITUTION'S BOGOTA CAMPUS 
UNTIL MAY 9. ACADEMIC ACTIVITIES HAD ALREADY 
COME TO A NEAR HALT THE PREVIOUS WEEK AS A 
RESULT OF STUDENT DEMONSTRATIONS AND A PRO- 
FESSORS’ STRIKE PROTESTING THE PRESENCE OF 
POLICE ON CAMPUS. THE WITHDRAWAL OF THE 
POLICE UNITS EARLIER THIS WEEK REMOVED THE 
MOST VISIBLE PROVOCATION, BUT UNIVERSITY 
AUTHORITIES, AWARE THAT STUDENT ACTIVISTS 
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WILL READILY FIND NEW EXCUSES FOR PROTEST, 

ARE REPORTEDLY CONSIDERING NEW MEASURES TO 
REDUCE THE LIKELIHOOD OF FURTHER DISRUP- 
TIONS WHEN THE UNIVERSITY REOPENS. 

DREXLER 
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